A Fontbanner Supplement

Papers in the Paper '92
With this publication, the Department of English inaugurates Papers in the Paper, the Fontbanner supplement celebrating the art of the essay. Papers in the Paper recognizes those essays written in
Rhetoric classes which exhibit the superior abilities of our students. The essays engage readers, offer focused ideas expressed in lively and interesting language, and demonstrate the writers' interest in
the world around them. To these writers we offer our congratulations.

We also take this opportunity to honor the writers of Fontbonne's first Annual High School Essay competition: Tracy Abeln, Rosati-Kain High School, First Place; Melanie Peterson, O'Fallon
(Illinois) Township High School, Second Place; and Sarah Hummel, St. Dominic High School, Third Place.

The Joy of Pottery
By Katy Boos
On the south wall of Medaille Hall, a rustic
wooden sign points to the ramp that leads to the basement
entrance, informing passers-by that this is the location of
the Ceramics Studio. Inside the building, two heavy
doors on the left lead into the workroom, a totally
functional place as unpretentious as the approach to it:
unmatched, but solid and sturdy, tables and chairs; a row
of potter’s wheels, no two alike; an abundance of crude
plywood shelves. The sink—a pair of old laundry tubs—
shares a comer with the electric kilns. One area makes
one think of an oversized chemistry lab with a large
balance scale amid bins labeled with names of metal
oxides and powdered rock. Other equipment could have
come from a commercial bakery: huge rolling pins
stored under a work table alongside neady folded canvas
squares. Recycled plastic containers hold metal-oxide
stains and tiny jars of underglaze enamel fill a shelf.
Behind the students’ storage shelves, heavy tables hold
plaster bats for drying freshly mixed clay.
If a semester is in progress, the students’ shelves
will be filled with objects ranging from the classic to the
whimsical in all stages of construction, revealing a wide
range of expertise. The students working side by side can
be beginners taking the course as an elective or graduate
students in the Fine Arts. The charm of this classroom is
immediately apparent. This is a total change of pace
from the heavy academics—a hands-on course—a chance
for self-expression. But there is more. Anyone who
spends a semester here will never again look at pottery in
quite the same way.
Many classes teach a history of the subject at
hand, and we learn what previous generations have built
upon and left to us to build upon further: our cultural and
scientific heritage. So it is with pottery, our most ancient
craft; mankind’s effort to form clay begins with crude
primitive artifacts and progresses to highly technical
engineering projects, such as the tiles that form the skin
of the space shuttle. But here we are not learning
vicariously—we are reliving the potters’ history, experi
encing all the joys and frustrations that are a part of
making objects by hand. We begin with the simplest
hand building techniques, pinching the clay to form small
bowls exactly the way it was done six thousand years
ago. We progress through coil building and slab con
struction to throwing on the wheel in the same sequence
in which our ancestors developed craft when hand-made
pots were a necessity of civilized life rather than an
interesting art form. Here in the basement studio very
little has really changed. The fire in the kiln comes from
a power plant instead of a woodpile and the clay arrives
in powdered form, neatly bagged and labeled, rather than
being dug by hand from a nearby clay pit But the
ancient process remains: igneous rock that has taken
millions of years to decompose and wash down from the
mountains is mixed with water, shaped by hand, exposed
to fire, and again turned to stone that will last millenni
ums. Surviving ceramic pieces have taught us about the
way of life of ancient people who left no other trace of
their existence.
The ultimate teacher is experience. As we leam,
by trial and error just as our forebears learned, to shape
our clay, we discover that the process of throwing on the
wheel, which looks deceptively easy to the uninitiated, is
actually defying the laws of motion. The wheel is a
centrifuge that is trying to send the clay flying outward
while the potter must start his work by centering the
clay—and must keep it centered to complete the pot. If
the clay is too hard or too soft, or is unevenly moist, or
contains air bubbles, the result will be a misshapen pot
that refuses to grow to the desired form. Throwing clay
is a skill that requires years of practice, and the potters’
primary lesson is proper preparation of this clay, wedging
and kneading it to the proper consistency for the work to
be performed. Moisture is critical at all stages of work.

As it moves from soft plasticity to leather hard to bone
dry, the clay shrinks evenly. But beware the pitfalls here.
Adding a handle of soft clay to a pot that has dried is
inviting disaster. Uneven shrinkage causes, warping and
cracks, some of which show up only after the work is
bisque fired.
When we apply glaze to our bisque-fired pots
we can employ modem chemistry to, explain the transfor
mation of these drab, mineral-laden; slurries. We can
know why a gritty brown liquid emerges; from the kiln as
a sky-blue, shiny glaze on a pot: which, element produces
its color, which ingredients cause it to melt and flow at
the prescribed temperatures and which make it opaque or
translucent. Or why glazes containing copper can be red
or green or those containing iron can be rust or black
depending upon the atmosphere—the quality of the air—
in the kiln. Our ancestors who never heard of redox
reactions learned by observing the results of their
experiments and accidents in the kiln to oxidize or reduce
the kiln’s atmosphere. It was a clear fire or a smoky one
that made the difference for them, so they found ways to
control the wood fires in their outdoor kilns. They mined
earths that produced magic effects, developed marvel
ously hued celadon glazes and ground certain small
brown pebbles to paint and decorate their pots with
brilliant blue cobalt oxide. Our respect grows as we gain
knowledge and understanding of their accomplishments,
and it should not be surprising to us that as potters in the
ancient world performed these unexplained miracles with
fire, alchemists aspired to transmute lead to gold.
The benefit of all this knowledge,, however,
doesn’t always help us in predicting the outcome of a
glazed pot. Glazes or enamels can be too thin or too
thick. The clay body can show through when the
intention of the potter was an opaque glaze. Thick glazes
can pull from the pot leaving bare spots, or run down the
side to create a puddle that glues the pot to the shelf of
the kiln. Glaze can refuse to adhere to a pot that has clay
dust on its surface or is moist from being washed to
remove the dust. Lids can fuse permanently to boxes and
bowls. All over the world, the sites of potteries, both
ancient and modem, are marked by piles of potsherds—
pots that warped, or cracked, or blew up because air
bubbles escaped detection, or met with glazing accidents
in the final firing.
Yet, for all the attendant technology, building
with clay is an art, and the essence of all art is inspiration.
British potter Bernard Leach once received a letter from
his friend Yanagi, a Japanese potter, saying, “We enjoy
those pots most which are bom and not made.” The
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potter strives for a pleasing well-proportioned shape, then
tries to choose glaze and decoration that enhance that
shape and hopes to avoid accidents in the kiln and
technical errors that can spoil the work. The goal is a
blending of aesthetics and function in a pot that will have
a life and purpose of its own. When a beautifully
executed pot of original design emerges from the kiln
there is cause to rejoice.

Author’s note: When writing, we have endless opportu
nities to revise our work; when forming clay, we find our
mistakes carved in stone.

Katy Boos is a student in the English Department who
has spent two summer semesters in the Ceramic Studio.

Black Bourgeoisie
Blues
By Karen Lacey
“Well, hello, sister! Welcome to Progressive. Is
this your first time visiting our bookstore?” As I entered
the store, the clerk behind the counter startled me with his
boisterous hello. “Uh, yes it is my first time.” “My name
is Robert, call me if you need any help, and your name
is?” “Karen, and thank you.” The room was small and
well lighted. The air was thick with the sweet smell of
exotic incense. I became hypnotized by the steady beat
of the a capella African music playing in the background.
Over the past year I had become determined to
leam about African history—all the things I was not
taught in school. My strong desire manifested itself itself
once I graduated from high school. I finally had the
chance to reflect upon my confusion and the feelings of
inadequacy I experienced while I attended whitedominated schools. Regardless of socio-economic status
and level of education, black people continue to straggle
with racial discrimination. This is the most frustrating
thing for the middle class black who has worked hard to
obtain the American dream.
I remember kindergarten and my mother’s pep
talks about having the proper appearance. Every day my
mother would meticulously coordinate my clothing so

even my hair ribbons and tights matched. To complete
my outfit for the day I would get a squirt or two of Sweet
Honesty perfume. My mother would always tell me that
black children that look and smell good get treated better.
I was constantly under my mother’s scrutiny. My lips
were never chapped because I carried lip gloss with me
everywhere. My nose was always wiped and clean. I
never understood that intensive training I went through.
It seemed as if she were preparing me for some kind of
war. As I think back fifteen years later, I understand that
my mother was preparing me for the battle to blend into
while America.
My Caucasian teacher hugged and kissed me
constantly. She would tell me I was the cutest black
child she had ever seen. I became the teacher’s pet,
“black” pet specifically. All through grade school I had
feelings of being on display, as if I were the model black
student or, as the terminology goes, the “token” black.
Although I was accepted by white students, I was also
incessantly reminded of my differences in a negative
way.
While waiting in line to get a drink of water and
to use the bathroom after morning recess, twenty second
graders chattered away in line. I was the only black
student, but I never had a problem making friends. Like
all the students in line, 1 was talking with my friends until
a girl with long blonde hair and Mediterranean blue eyes
yanked one of my pigtails. “Euuwh! Your hair is yucky!
Why is your hair greasy and ugly!” Instantly I had tears
in my eyes. I told her my hair was not ugly, but she
insisted that it was ugly since I did not have hair like
everyone else. Then a boy named Matt yelled from the
back of the line, “Only niggers have hair like that!” All
the kids in line laughed until they were red in the face.
They thought the word “nigger” sounded funny. At eight
years old I did not know what nigger actually meant, but
I knew it was some sort of a bad word, and it hurt my
feelings causing an empty ache in my stomach. When I
ran to the teacher and cried, she gave everyone a lecture
about bad words and why they should not be used.
The teacher’s lecture did nothing to help me and
my feelings of alienation. I went home that afternoon
and told my mother what happened. She looked so hurt,
as if she wanted to cry. She told me I had beautiful hair
and to be proud of being a black girl. She said that being
called a nigger was a very bad thing for a black person to
hear. The next time anyone called me that name I was to
beat them up as best as I could. My mother did say that
fighting was wrong, but in that situation it was the only
solution.
That incident left me paranoid for the rest of my
elementary school years. I became shy and nervous,
afraid of being called nasty names. Through all my
feelings of alienation I never once wished I were white.
My mother made sure I was proud of being the person I
really was. Not until high school did I gain the courage
to move outside of my shell and begin to interact with
people again. I became active in student council.
Freshman year I was the only black student involved.
“Karen you are so “different” from everyone
else your color.” Sue said this, Miss Popularity, the
typical self-centered cheerleader type. “What do you
mean I’m different. I’m black just like they are.” “No,
silly, you know what I mean, you talk and dress nice.”
“What?” “Karen, you know those kind of black kids that
work al McDonald's with the bad English and attitudes.
It drives my dad crazy, but I told him about you and how
you’re so different.” I never knew how to respond. I was
different, but I did not appreciate my people being put
down indirectly. I hated the way 1 was looked upon as
the epitome of black students by my classmates. Their
attitude was, “Why can’t more black students be like
you?”
No matter how I tried to fit in I was never really
accepted as an equal, only as an exceptional black person.
It seems some white people want to continue to treat
black folks like slaves, either denying us equal treatment
or making certain blacks into examples for the entire
race. The only way 1 can find peace within myself to
deal with the inconsistent treatment from whites is to
leant about my people. I am trying to build a solid
foundation of positive self-image. If I continued to listen
to the yo-yo opinions of white America of what I am
supposed to be, I would lose all sense of an identity.

Karen Lacey is an Elementary Education major.

Photo by Amy Champlin

“Do Not Go Gentle Into
That Good Night”: A
Personal Passage
By Susan Grysiewicz

After my mother’s death, my father was
consumed with grief. A few months later he had a stroke
and was unwilling to fight for his life. It made me
furious. I wanted to shout “Old age should bum and rave
at close of day,” quoting Dylan Thomas. I wanted my
father to live to a ripe old age, as he wasn’t yet seventyfive, and to see my children grown. I’d been taught that
it is human nature to want to live. I couldn’t understand
that it took effort and strength to rage against death. Like
the son in “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night,” I
took life and vitality for granted.
In his poem, Dylan Thomas struggles with the
age-old problem of death. My Christian background
taught me that death is just a passage to eternal life. But
that does not make it any easier to leave what we have
seen and loved. A priest once sermonized that we
shouldn’t get too comfortable here, for it is just a
stopping place. But it is such a wondrous place that
many fear leaving it Those who are ready to die have
gone through a step by step process that led them to
acceptance. No matter how ready the dying are, the
living are unwilling to let them go. It is the human
selfish need that prevails due to the fear of the void left
by death. This tension has been a universal struggle for
man since the beginning of time. We see countless
references in literature to this tension produced by the tug
of death on the dying versus the tug of life from the
living. For the months that my father was ill, the tension
from his family was tremendous. We didn’t believe that
he had accepted death spiritually and philosophically; we
thought he had given up on living.
“Pop” said he was ready to die. “I’m ready to
go to my God,” he’d stated. Even the wise man in
Dylan’s poem knew that this was the plan and nothing
said or done could change it. We can’t bargain with God.
For “Pop” had tried that when my mom was dying. I
wasn’t asking for a bargain with God, just for my “Pop”
to want to live, to co-operate and try to get better. “Pop”
felt he was being a wise man by not fighting at all.
My father, like the old man in the third stanza,
reminisced about whether he had been good enough in
his lifetime. He had a tremendous sense of humor and
could usually find something to laugh about in all
situations. But now he was serious. He was looking for
deeds done, and he needed approval. I knew so many of
the old stories and reminded him about the time he had
saved a dying woman’s life by giving a direct transfusion
of his precious O negative blood. Her family was so
grateful that they gave us the loan of their summer
cottage for many years. I was his youngest and knew
him best. He really was sweet and kind under a gruff
exterior. We always teased him about having an angle
whenever he’d do something for someone because things
always turned out remarkably well. He would tease back

and say his success resulted from “clean living.”
In the fourth stanza, Thomas speaks of “wild
men who caught and sang the sun in flight, And leam, too
late, they grieved it on its way.” In his youth, my father
was a “wild” man. He was a hard-drinking, six foot tall,
handsome “Romeo.” Until he met my mother, he was
going to Hollywood. He told my mom “Don’t get
hooked on me.” Before he knew it, he had fallen in love
with her. In his middle years he was a police officer, a
job he would keep until his retirement thirty-three years
later. His naturally authoritative and colorful personality
worked well for him. He was an outspoken, opinionated
fighter, and according to him “usually full of beer.”
Being a diabetic, he must have known he was hastening
his death. In his later years he lamented the pain he’d
caused to others in his youth, and he felt he was now
getting his just due through suffering.
When my father was near death he was happy
and peaceful, like Thomas’s father in stanza five. He’d
made a decision not to have a gangrenous foot ampu
tated. All the years of hard living and the diabetes had
finally ravaged his body. All of his children were with
him when he died. I watched him take his final breath
and cried tears of joy for him and sorrow for me.
Throughout his illness, I had told him how much I loved
him. I told him he could live for his precious
grandbabies and that he was their heritage and link to the
past. I begged forgiveness for any pain and sorrow I had
caused him, and he did likewise. He never lost that
wonderful sense of humor, just his sense of being a
fighter. Unlike the son in the poem, I finally accepted his
need to die. I think I understood that without his wife, he
felt his life was over, for they had been married for fiftytwo years. His peers were dying off and he couldn’t care
for himself. He judged his life to have no quality.
I’ve seen people fight to live, to rise up off the
bed to take that last gasping breath. My mother was one
of those. That gentle lady, who never even raised her
voice, turned out to be a fighter. She did not go gentle
into the night. It’s no wonder my father didn’t want to
live without her, because when she died she took the fight
out of him. He used all his strength to help her fight. He
believed she was what gave him life.

Susan Grysiewicz is a General Dietetics major.
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High School Essay Contest Winners
The question:

In The Closing of the American Mind Allan Bloom explores the problem of how, in his view, higher education has failed democracy and impoverished the souls of today’s
students. At one point he comments:
Students these days are, in general, nice. I choose the word carefully. They are not particularly moral or noble. Such niceness is a facet of democratic charac
ter when times are good. Neither war nor tyranny nor want has hardened them or made demands on them. The wounds and rivalries caused by class distinctions have
disappeared along with any strong sense of class (as it once existed in universities in America and
as it still does, poisonously, in England). Students are free of most
constraints, and their families make sacrifices for them without asking for much in the way of obedience or respect. Religion and national origin have almost no notice
able effect on their social life or their career prospects. Although few really believe in the ‘system’, they do not have any burning sentiment that injustice is being done to
them. (82)
We offer congratulations to these three students, as well as our best wishes for their future success.

First Place
Universities Haven’t
Closed the American
Mind

difference in every aspect of the environment” (Larsen).
True, today’s students do demonstrate some of
the most aggressive and noble qualities when faced with
significant problems. Persistent and optimistic, they take
examples from the activism of the 1960s and leam from
the mistakes. They rally together with ambitious plans of
action and do accomplish their goals. But these admi
rable students represent a notable minority. The United
By Tracy Abeln
States Bureau of the Census estimates that there were
18,214,000 teenagers between the ages of 15 and 19 in
University is just the final level of a system that has failed this country in 1988. In my school, 40 out of a total of
to produce students who are critical thinkers.
357 students officially belong to our own Coalition for
the Environment. It this percentage of 11.2 were applied
When Allan Bloom’s book The Closing of the
to the total population figure, 2,039,968 students would
American Mind was published in 1987, neither he nor his
truly be doing anything to redeem their generation from
colleagues expected great success. At best, they hoped
the apathetic label.
for a sale of 50,000 and a small wave of reaction. But, to
More substantially, a portion of these activists
their surprise, within weeks, Bloom’s commentary on the
are merely along for the bandwagon ride. I’ve spoken to
state of American education rose to the best-seller lists
students who plainly state that their primary reason for
and dominated them for nearly a year. It sold over
belonging to the environment club or even Amnesty
500,000 copies. With a subtitle of “How Higher Educa
International is to have something that looks good to put
tion Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls
on their transcripts. So while some students truly are
of Today’s Students,” The Closing of the American Mind
promoting causes and working for change due to a
was sure to draw attention with this much commercial
sincere belief, the majority remains an indifferent group
success. Critics and professors came forth to attack the
of bodies who don’t find time to support anything but
author, calling his book “un-American, idealistic and
their immediate lives. Bloom considers this selfishness
sloppy” (Dannhauser 17). While conceding that Bloom
less than noble—that we’ve been left with a generation
may have used too personal a tone and that he also
who has not been taught to think, draw conclusions and
neglected to regard religion as an influence on modem
uphold them.
society, William Dannhauser, professor at Cornell
But the lack of thinking and noble qualities
University, has dispelled most of the other claims,
which Bloom mentions begins long before college does.
leaving public opinion in agreement with Allan Bloom
For a year and a half, I had religion classes with a teacher
and our government: America’s educational system has
who encouraged debate on a wide variety of issues, moral
failed. But Bloom is mistaken when he targets only the
as well as legal. He often stated his opinions in the light
universities. Bloom refers to today’s student as “nice,”
of the Catholic Church’s teachings, so in-class arguments
yet having no particularly moral or noble qualities. True,
often became quite intense, since some students were not
students today are generally indifferent and unthinking.
religious. Some of them simply did not attend a church
But this is a result of the entire democratic and educa
regularly. A few students did not believe in God at all.
tional process. University is just the final level of a
Some of the Catholics even resented their Church’s rules.
system which has failed to produce students who are
As a group of American teen-aged women, as a whole,
critical thinkers.
we especially didn’t feel an affinity for Church doctrine
Some students will indeed provide for their own
which seemed to be “telling us what to do.” Although
defense, claiming that they are not indifferent to the
our teacher did not try to force faith upon us, he did want
issues and problems of today’s society. They will point
his students to realize the reasoning behind the Church’s
out examples of widespread student activism concerning
positions. We weren’t forced to accept Catholic beliefs,
such issues as the environment, abortion and political
but simply asked to study and understand them. Prob
inequality. One main vehicle for student activism is the
lems arose when he challenged our opinions. Our teacher
Student Environmental Action Coalition (SEAC). In the
encouraged disagreement, but would only accept ideas
last two years, membership has grown from a few small
which we had logically drawn from factual data. But,
organizations at select liberal arts colleges and universi
few of us really had any strong defendable moral values.
ties to more than 1,000 chapters nationwide (Larsen 30).
Naturally, when probed to state facts and reasons for
In October 1990, the Student Environmental
holding our views, we students felt vulnerable and
Action Coalition sponsored the massive CATALYST
attacked because we usually had no viable comebacks.
conference at the University of Illinois at UrbanaFew teachers had ever challenged our way of thinking
Champaign. Over 7,600 students attended, representing
before. In short, up to that point, no one had ever really
all 50 states, 11 countries and 1,100 schools, to show
taught us how to think.
their concern about “the dying planet.” Beth Ising,
Unfortunately, though, the promoting force for
coordinator of the Student Environmental Action
this misguided education may be democracy itself.
Coalition, fights the label of apathy her generation carries Because governments set up educational systems which
by outlining the organization’s holistic approach: “What
teach values essential to their governing philosophies,
they (students) do have is energy, time and enthusiasm.
American students have come to accept the “fact” that
SEAC wants to encourage that. But we also want to
“all are created equal.” Since people generally accept
create something long term... Everything is connected—
themselves as good, they often draw the conclusion that,
environmental degradation, poverty, hunger,
“if all are equal and if ‘I am good,’ then everybody must
homelessness and racism. What we want to do is make a
be good also.” Students have less sophisticated reasoning

in the first place and less experience to test out that
reasoning. They often apply relativism in a dogmatic
way with the conclusion of “all are good.” I admit to
lacking any deep psychological knowledge, but sometime
in early life, it seems young people begin to think that all
opinions are equal. Thus one opinion to them is as good
as any other simply because it is an opinion.
William O’Malley, a teacher of English and
theology at Fordham Preparatory School in Bronx, New
York, recognizes this attitude among his own students.
In an article in America, O’Malley describes an incident
where he refuted a student’s claim to the validity of his
opinion. O’Malley and his students were discussing the
meaning of the poem “Wind and Silver” by Amy Lowell.
It is a simple poem about the reflection of the moon in a
pond. One student wanted to interpret it as a description
of a U-2 flight over Red China because of a reference to
“dragon scales.” O’Malley pointed out that Amy Lowell
died in 1925 before Red China or U-2 planes existed,
proving the student clearly in error. The student’s only
comment was an indignant, “That’s your opinion.” He
couldn’t submit to hard facts because he hadn’t yet
learned that his opinion is only as good as the evidence
that supports it (182). America needs more teachers who
promote this kind of reasoning and debate in its schools.
At present, not many students have learned to
think clearly and logically because the education system
does not usually promote such thinking. Objective
questions, in general, fill the tests which measure student
performance, especially on a national level. Such tests
gauge the long-term, fact-regurgitation memory of
students. Although these tests are easier to grade and are
cheaper to administer, they fail to place importance on
what really matters after high school graduation: the
ability to question and to leam. If pre-college education
could accomplish this goal, then Bloom would have his
students who do feel that an injustice is being done to
them in their university classes. These students, having
strong morals, would act on their feelings, knowing they
deserved better. They would challenge the system to a
better education, and the more they would leam, the more
they would demand from their education.
Instead, students are faced with a system which
primarily emphasizes good grades. One skill A-students
certainly leam is how to work the system to their best
advantage. They discover how much (or how little
effort) is really required to float themselves through
school. They have learned to get good grades so they can
get good jobs and have good, admirable lives. They have
not learned to question and upset their carefully balanced
stability. They have not learned that school’s purpose
should be to make them admirable, interesting people. In
our system, the rewards of thinking are not as evident as
a concrete degree, even if that degree holds no other
satisfaction than society’s approval.
Evidence shows that America’s education does
not meet its goals below university level. According to
the Children’s Defense Fund, every year the United
States graduates 700,000 young people who cannot read
their diplomas (Morrison 8). America also places
consistently lower than other countries in the fields of
math, science and languages. But the problem lies not so
much with the length of the school year or the distribu
tion of federal funds. Over the past seven years, 300
studies have examined America’s education system; per

pupil spending has increased as have teacher salaries.
Yet student achievement has not improved (Morrison 8).
These results indicate a deeper problem.
Students are not excited about learning because
school often means merely memorizing facts and reading
pre-established opinions. This “learning” has a desensi
tizing effect. Students who have not yet noticed the
ineffectiveness of their own education deserve a greater
challenge in their younger years. How can higher
education be expected to serve as a cure for the negative
effects of all earlier education? The value of a college
education has declined as universities, in compensation,
become what high schools should have been all along. In
order for students to be moral and noble, they must know
how to question and reason effectively. They must know
how to discern injustice from truth. But college
education cannot further the teaching of thought and
intellectual independence if earlier education never
initiated it.
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but their shared cultural interests form a common bond.
Today much emphasis is placed on self-esteem and
ethnic pride. Though pride is not a negative characteris
tic, it can form a social barrier.
This social barrier was readily apparent at my
previous high school as well. Located just outside of
Washington, D.C., this, school had an abundance of
foreign students front many different cultural back
grounds, especially Vietnamese immigrants. These
students had a savage loyalty to one another. They had
their own religious and political beliefs and were willing
to fight and die for them. Because of the drastic differ
ence between the Vietnamese and American cultures, the
Vietnamese kids formed their own clique. They couldn’t
relate to many parts of the American lifestyle and
separated themselves from the American students. This
pattern of cultural diversity formed a vicious cycle of
segregation and prejudice.
,
On a much broader scale, American kids as a
whole place enormous emphasis on their nationality.
American youths tend to feel their country is “superior”
to the other nations of the world. This arrogant feeling of
superiority has caused some resentment in students of
foreign countries. It is healthy to have pride in one’s
country, but arrogance can cause friction with students of
other nationalities.
While I was still attending my former high
school, I recall a particular student who had recently
moved to the United States from Nicaragua. When I
asked him how he liked living in the U.S., he said, “I hate
it.” I was shocked at his response.
“Why?” I asked.
“Because Americans expect everyone to enjoy
living here. They think they are so much better than the
rest of the world. America isn’t the only nation on the
face of the Earth, you know.” As I turned to walk away,
I realized that I had neglected the fact that political
turmoil and violent conflict had driven him from his
homeland, not a lust to live in the United States.
National origin and ethnic background have too
much impact on the social lives of America’s youth. It is
important to have pride in one’s country and an interest
in one’s cultural and ethnic history. However, in a world
that is continually striving for peace and unity, it is
equally important to breach the barrier that can form from
such a wide variety of nationalities.

Second Place
The Impact of
Nationality on
America’s Youth
by Melanie Peterson
“Yankees go home!” and “Death to N.A.T.O.”
were scrawled on the walls of the Italian school I was
attending. Pro-communist activists were protesting the
American military bases stationed in the area. Though I
attended this school only for a few months, many of the
anti-American students would shout insults at me in
hopes of scaring me away. Few took the time to really
get to know me. My nationality determined my social
life and proved to be the only barrier between my
friendship with my classmates.
In the Closing of the American Mind, Allan
Bloom explains that religion and national origin have no
noticeable effect on the social lives of America’s youth.
Certainly Bloom was not referring to Americans living in
foreign countries. Nevertheless, the nationality and
ethnic background of children will have an impact on
their social life, regardless of where they live. Not only
does nationality influence the lives of America’s chil
dren, but the effects can be very negative.
The social divisions caused by differences in
national origin are visible in the varying ethnic back
grounds of America’s students. These divisions are
especially evident in young black Americans. In my
school, for example, the majority of black students are
rarely found mixing with the while students. They have
their own social groups and are often seen socializing in
one section of the hall or one comer of the lunchroom.
They aren’t necessarily trying to segregate themselves,
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Third Place
Character and
Challenge: A Reply to
Allan Bloom
by Sarah Hummel
I have never felt the pain of hunger from lack of

nourishment or the sting of snow through holes in my
shoes or the loss of a person I held close to my heart. I fit
the category of Allan Bloom’s “nice students.” In The
Closing of the American Mind, Allan Bloom argues that
“nice” students lack morality or nobility because we live
in a time of peace and plenty. But Allan Bloom fails to
realize that “niceness” results from more than his limited
scope of challenges. I believe that a person does not have
to suffer from hunger or war to develop morals because
students face many other challenges and demands. The
way students confront and solve a challenge determines
whether they are “nice” or not.
I see “nice” students as people who have morals
but lack commitment to follow through when put to the
test. A student’s “friends” may decide to throw a party
the night before a big test. The student must then decide
between partying and studying. Since commitment to
obtaining good grades may be weak for a “nice” student,
he or she may be more concerned with having fun instead
of studying. “Nice” students strive never to raise any
eyebrows but to be everyone’s friend. Not to choose
sides but to agree on every point.
People who place significance and commitment
to issues they support develop into “un-nice” students.
They look down the line towards the future when making
a decision, they investigate the possible consequences.
“Un-nice” students stick with a challenge even though
success seems anything but possible. A “nice” student
simply shows up for class, while an “un-nice” student
comes prepared, asking questions and demanding
answers.
Allan Bloom talks as if the only possible
challenges that students face which in turn build morals
and character stem from demands such as war, tyranny or
want. But students can leam to meet demands and
commitment in other ways. Just because a person lives
through war or with tyranny does not guarantee that he or
she will develop strong morals. The type of challenge set
up, the way the challenge is confronted and then how the
challenge is conquered makes the difference between the
“nice” and “un-nice” students. A “nice” student wishes
for good grades but makes few demands of himself or
herself in order to achieve the goal. In class, “nice”
students may not disrupt the class, may complete the
minimum requirement for homework and most definitely
may get along with the other classmates and teachers.
“Nice” students complete only the skeleton of the
demand: they do not invest serious effort. They end up
just passing by with good enough grades, not great
grades, but don’t really care one way or another. “Unnice” students though, set high goals and challenge
themselves to reach the demand. For example, an “unnice” student wants to earn the best grades possible in
class and views anything less as failure. To accomplish
this goal a student must be committed and willing to
sacrifice without losing hope. Choices are considered
carefully. “Un-nice” students question themselves to
ensure the best decision. Students can not worry about
their image or annoying others with their inquiries if
success is concerned. By accomplishing demands which
consume a student’s total effort, a student learns commit
ment and develops noble character.
Students are not just bom “nice” or committed.
Students become who they are by facing the everyday
challenges and accepting the consequences of the
decisions they make. The difference between “nice” and
“un-nice” students comes from students challenging
themselves to think on their own, to discover new
solutions, to make sacrifices for the future. I have never
stopped at the minimum requirement or set demands
which I did not stick to or allow my mind to sit unoccu
pied. In these ways I fit my category of not “nice”
students even though I also fit Allan Bloom’s category
for “nice” students. I may not have developed character
from war or tyranny but I have from the demands and
challenges I met in my everyday life.
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